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COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS: SUMMER 1990 
by John B. Gabel 
Mr. P r e s i d e n t , members o f the Board and f a c u l t y , g r a d u a t e s , and 
f r i e n d s : 
I t i s an a r t i c l e o f f a i t h among commencement sp e a k e r s - - s o m e t h i n g 
they are under s a c r e d o b l i g a t i o n t o s a y — t h a t commencement i s not an 
end but a b e g i n n i n g . W e l l , yes: f o r you g r a d u a t e s , t h i s i s , i n a 
s p e c i a l sense, the f i r s t day of the r e s t o f your l i v e s . But w i t h o u t 
a doubt, what happens today i s a l s o a v e r y r e a l e n d — o f one o f the 
most s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t s o f your 1 i v e s . I f we were o b i i g e d t o a s s i g n a 
t u t e l a r y d e i t y t o t h i s p a r t i c u l a r academic ceremony, the a p p r o p r i a t e 
one would be Janus, the two-faced god o f the a n c i e n t Romans, l o o k i n g 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y toward what i s pa s t and what i s y e t t o come. 
As you g r a d u a t e s d e p a r t the U n i v e r s i t y , you i n e v i t a b l y c a r r y on 
your s h o u l d e r a mixed bag of i m p r e s s i o n s o f your e x p e r i e n c e here. 
You w i l l have i n t h a t bag—we v e r y much h o p e — a s t r o n g sense o f 
accomplishment, s a t i s f a c t i o n a t h a v i n g pushed y o u r s e l v e s f u r t h e r than 
you knew you were c a p a b l e o f , and an awareness o f the d e l i g h t t h a t 
comes from knowing something w e l l . And you w i l l have, we hope, 
memories (some o f them g u i l t y ones) o f the good t i m e s : c u t t i n g 
c l a s s e s on sunny s p r i n g a f t e r n o o n s so t h a t you c o u l d o f f e r a d v i c e to 
the p r e a c h e r s on the o v a l , t a k i n g p a r t i n the r i t u a l s o f autumn 
S a t u r d a y a f t e r n o o n s , spending more time than you c o u l d p r o b a b l y 
a f f o r d c h e c k i n g t h i n g s out on High S t r e e t on weekend e v e n i n g s . And 
you w i l l u n d o u b t e d l y have memories of a g g r a v a t i o n s you c o u l d h a p p i l y 
have l i v e d w i t h o u t : the c u r s e d h u n t i n g f o r p a r k i n g space, t r y i n g t o 
f i n d a l t e r n a t i v e s f o r c l o s e d c o u r s e s , s t a n d i n g i n one damned l i n e 
a f t e r a n o t h e r , h a v i n g to work i n a l i b r a r y where the c o l l e c t i o n i s 
o v e r t a x e d and s t u d y space h a r d t o come by. 
Loo k i n g back, l i k e you, as a f e l l o w alumnus, I can remember 
enough of the n o t - s o - p l e a s a n t t h i n g s when I f i r s t came t o Ohio S t a t e 
i n the e a r l y 1950s: l i v i n g i n a r a t t y room on 9th avenue, t r y i n g t o 
complete a Ma s t e r ' s degree i n a year w h i l e h o l d i n g an off-campus j o b , 
d e p e r a t e l y m i s s i n g a f a r - o f f g i r l f r i e n d , s u r v i v i n g on the food t h a t 
$1.50 a day would buy. But more than those t h i n g s I remember an 
i n e r a d i c a b l e sense o f good f o r t u n e a t j u s t b e i n g a b l e t o be a t Ohio 
S t a t e and a d a i l y awareness t h a t (whatever o t h e r hunger I c o u l d not 
s a t i s f y ) here was God's p l e n t y o f o p p o r t u n i t y l a i d b e f o r e me: the 
chance to s t u d y what m a t t e r e d supremely t o me, a superb l i b r a r y ( not 
so crowded t h e n ) , and an E n g l i s h - d e p a r t m e n t f a c u i t y of n o t a b l e 
accomplishment, among them names t h a t o l d e r members o f the U n i v e r s i t y 
community w i l l r e c a l l l i k e Robert E s t r i c h (a g r e a t , l o n g - t i m e 
chairman of t h e department}, James F u l l i n g t o n (whose academic gown I 
wear t o d a y ) , R i c h a r d A l t i c k , Ruth Hughey, F r a n c i s Lee U t l e y - - t h e y , 
and o t h e r s 1 i k e them, persons of g r e a t l e a r n i n g and t o l e r a n c e f o r the 
unshaped en t h u s i a s m o f those i n t h e i r charge. In my eyes t h e r e were, 
as the book o f Genesis p u t s i t , g i a n t s i n the e a r t h i n those days; 
and I hope t h a t f o r each o f you gr a d u a t e s , t h e r e have been m a n y — o r 
s o m e — o f generous mind and s p i r i t a t Ohio S t a t e who have pushed you 
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and s t r e t c h e d you and h e l p e d you d i s c o v e r what r i c h p o s s i b i l i t i e s l i e 
w i t h i n y o u r s e l v e s . 
But the commencement-speaker's oath o f o f f i c e i s q u i t e r i g h t : 
t h i s ceremony i s one f o r l o o k i n g f o r w a r d . I f you w i l l p e r m i t a n o t h e r 
p e r s o n a l r e f e r e n c e , I remember s i t t i n g i n t h i s b u i l d i n g , j u s t where 
you g r a d u a t e s a r e s i t t i n g , a t summer commencement 29 y e a r s ago, l o o k -
i n g f o r w a r d i n d e e d and w o r r y i n g about the w o r l d i n t o which I was 
b e i n g l a u n c h e d w i t h my s p a n k i n g new d o c t o r a t e . A f t e r the ceremony 
t h a t day, we a l l f i l e d — a s t h i s c l a s s w i l l f i l e — i n t o French F i e l d -
house , where ( i n the g e n e r a l m i l l i n g about) I found m y s e l f f a c e - t o -
f a c e w i t h t h e Chairman of the Board of T r u s t e e s , John B r i c k e r , former 
Governor of t h e S t a t e o f Ohio, V i c e - P r e s i d e n t i a l Running Mate of 
Thomas E. Dewey, and U n i t e d S t a t e s S e n a t o r . From h i s l o f t y s t a t i o n , 
he s m i l e d k i n d l y a t me (or upon me), put h i s hand on my s h o u l d e r — 
t h a t one r i g h t t h e r e — a n d s a i d , "Good l u c k , young f e l l o w . " W e l l , I — 
and a l l o f my f e l l o w g r a d u a t e s — n e e d e d t h a t l u c k . I was f o r t u n a t e 
enough to be g o i n g o f f w i t h my w i f e and c h i l d r e n t o a good j o b a t 
a n o t h e r u n i v e r s i t y . But the w o r l d i n t o which we were heading was a 
s e v e r e l y t r o u b l e d one. I remember i n my second year on t h e j o b send-
i n g a t e l e g r a m t o P r e s i d e n t Kennedy, r e g i s t e r i n g , a l o n g wi t h many 
thousands of o t h e r c i t i z e n s , my p l e a t h a t he not launch the m i s s i l e s 
a t Cuba t h a t might have begun the T h i r d World War• And I remember, 
i n t h e s e v e r a l y e a r s f o l l o w i n g , t a k i n g p a r t i n the g e n e r a l debate on 
whether we s h o u l d be b u i l d i n g bomb s h e l t e r s i n our back yards t h e r e , 
i n c e n t r a l 1 1 1 i n o i s , deep i n the h e a r t l a n d o f America. 
That was t h e w o r l d i n t o which you g r a d u a t e s were born and i n 
which you grew up. As the s l u g g i s h decades of the C o l d War c r e p t on, 
n o t h i n g seemed ever t o change i n i n t e r n a t i o n a l a f f a i r s . The good 
guys and the bad guys were b o t h spending themselves i n t o b a n k r u p t c y , 
w h i l e the i n s t r u m e n t s o f mutual d e s t r u c t i o n i n c r e a s e d i n number 
o b s c e n e l y from the thousands to the tens o f thousands, As l a t e as 
1986, when many of you now g r a d u a t i n g were a l r e a d y e n r o l l e d h e r e , a 
major a r m s - c o n t r o l agreement f e l l through a t the summit meeting i n 
R e y k j a v i k . What f u t u r e c o u l d t h e r e be f o r another g e n e r a t i o n ? 
But c u r i o u s t h i n g s were b e g i n n i n g t o happen i n C e n t r a l Europe, 
f i r s t i n P o l a n d , then e l s e w h e r e . F r u s t r a t i o n , anger, a y e a r n i n g f o r 
a h a r d l y i m a g i n a b l e freedom s w e l l e d i n e x o r a b l y toward t h a t a s t o n i s h -
i n g n i g h t l a s t November when the B e r l i n W a l l c r a c k e d open. In t h e 
months t h a t f o l l o w e d , t h e pace of change l e f t us b r e a t h l e s s . E v e r y 
morning's newspaper, every evening's newscast brought word of d e v e l -
opments of a s o r t t h a t would have been u n i m a g i n a b l e a year b e f o r e — 
sometimes, i n d e e d , j u s t a week b e f o r e . 
Not m e r e l y were l o n g - r e p r e s s e d peoples b e i n g s e t f r e e to seek 
t h e i r own d e s t i n i e s ; the whole E a r t h was g r a n t e d a r e p r i e v e , and t h e 
t i c k i n g o f the doomsday c l o c k had a p p a r e n t l y ceased. Those of you 
who, as freshmen i n 1985, were f a c e d wi t h w r i t i n g a termpaper and 
went t o the l a t e s t B r i t a n n i c a Book of the Year would have been con-
f r o n t e d i n t h a t y e a r ' s i s s u e w i t h a l e a d a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d " N u c l e a r 
W i n t e r : I t s D i s c o v e r y and I m p l i c a t i o n s , " the f i r s t sentence of which 
r e a d , p o r t e n t o u s l y , "No q u e s t i o n i n our time c o u l d be more i m p o r t a n t : 
How can we reduce the p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t any o f t h i s w i l l e v e r happen?" 
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But now, t h i s p a s t s p r i n g , had you gone as s e n i o r s t o the B r i t a n n i c a 
Book of the Year to d i g out the makings of a terrapaper, you would 
have found i n t h e 1990 volume a l e a d a r t i c l e by the Canadian Prime 
M i n i s t e r e n t i t l e d "The F u t u r e Has S t a r t e d • " 0 brave new w o r l d ! We 
had f e a r e d f o r decades t h a t something would f l y out of t h e S o v i e t 
Union and l a n d on us, and t h i s summer i t d i d . Two s l e e k MIG-29s 
headed s t r a i g h t f o r the Dayton I n t e r n a t i o n a l A i r p o r t , l a n d e d s m a r t l y , 
and s a t t h e r e f o r a l l t o see a t the U.S. A i r and Trade Show. The 
S o v i e t s l o o k e d our p l a n e s over, our men l o o k e d t h e i r s o v e r , warm 
f r i e n d s h i p was p r o c l a i m e d on both s i d e s , and t h e next day l o c a l news-
papers f e a t u r e d a p i c t u r e of a d a s h i n g , f i r m - j a w e d , s k y - g a z i n g airman 
who j u s t happened t o be a Ru33ian. What a w o r l d t h i s was i n which to 
commence, a w o r l d the p r o s p e c t of which i n s p i r e d P r e s i d e n t J e n n i n g s 
to say i n h i s a d d r e s s here t o the s p r i n g g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s , "Maybe-¬
j u s t maybe--during the next few decades, we w i l l be c h a l l e n g e d t o 
manage peace." E a r l y i n t h e summer, when Dr. J e n n i n g s o f f e r e d me the 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o add a p o s t s c r i p t here today t o h i s happy remarks, I 
was d e l i g h t e d t o a c c e p t : what a w o n d e r f u l w o r l d i n which to send new 
g r a d u a t e s on t h e i r way! 
But a funny t h i n g happened on our way t o t h i s p a r t i c u l a r forum. 
A s i t u a t i o n has b o i l e d up i n the M i d d l e E a s t t h a t i s dangerous i n the 
extreme. Response and c o u n t e r - r e s p o n s e have f o l l o w e d one a n o t h e r so 
q u i c k l y t h a t we a r e l e f t as b r e a t h l e s s as we were a c o u p l e of months 
ago wi t h the changing news out of E a s t e r n Europe. P r e s i d e n t Bush has 
termed I r a q ' s m i l i t a r y advance "a t h r e a t t o the American way of 
l i f e . " A d d i c t e d , s o d d e n l y a d d i c t e d , as we a r e t o l o w - p r i c e d g a s o l i n e 
f o r t h e a u t o m o b i l e s t h a t i t i s our God-given r i g h t t o d r i v e , who can 
say t h a t Mr• Bush i s wrong? What the outcome of the matter w i l l be 
l i e s i n the l a p o f the gods. Perhaps w i t h i n these few weeks i n which 
you g r a d u a t e s have been wrapping up the d e t a i l s o f your academic 
programs, the groundwork has been l a i d f o r y e t a n o t h e r extended war 
of a t t r i t i o n - - a c o l d war i n a hot p l a c e . Perhaps some d r e a d f u l m i s -
c a l c u l a t i o n w i l l uncork u l t i m a t e madness; perhaps i n f i n i t e con-
sequence w i l l f o l l o w upon a mere a c c i d e n t . Or perhaps n e g o t i a t i o n 
can b r i n g about a good end o f the matter. We can o n l y w a i t , and 
watch, and hope. 
I c l o s e by p o i n t i n g out t h a t t h i s g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s o f the summer 
of 1990 has among i t one member who i s s i t t i n g not t h e r e on the f l o o r 
b ut here on t h e stage--and t h a t i s P r e s i d e n t J e n n i n g s . T h i s i s t h e 
f i n a l commencement over which he w i l l p r e s i d e as c h i e f e x e c u t i v e o f 
the Ohio S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y . Tomorrow a t 5 o ' c l o c k Edward H a r r i n g t o n 
J e n n i n g s , t e n t h P r e s i d e n t o f the Ohio S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y , w i l l p u l l 
shut h i s o f f i c e door and walk away as p l a i n o l d P r o f Ed J e n n i n g s , 
j u s t one more f a c u l t y w o r k i n g - s t i f f . What a change t h a t w i l l make i n 
h i s c i r c u m s t a n c e s ! To h i s c r e d i t , as p r e s i d e n t Dr. J e n n i n g s never 
had a r e s e r v e d p a r k i n g p l a c e and had t o hunt f o r an opening a l o n g 
w i t h the r e s t o f us. But now when he g e t s a t i c k e t f o r s t o p p i n g 
i l l e g a l l y o u t s i d e o f B r i c k e r H a l l ( " j u s t f o r f i v e m inutes, 
o f f i c e r " ) , h e ' l l have t o a c t u a l l y pay the f i n e ! H i s about-to-be 
f a c u l t y c o l l e a g u e s c a n ' t w a i t t o hear him c o m p l a i n about h i s f o o t b a l l 
s e a t s or the s h o r t - s i g h t e d n e s s o f a d m i n i s t r a t o r s around t h i s p l a c e . 
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H e ' l l know the magic i s gone when h i s c o l l e a g u e s ' eyes g l a z e over 
each time he s t a r t s w i t h "Now when I was i n t h a t j o b 
A mere t e n pres i d e n t s i s not many t o have s e r v e d over the l o n g 
span o f time t h i s u n i v e r s i t y has been i n e x i s t e n c e . S i m p l y to have 
been one o f t h e t e n i s a g r e a t honor; t o have f i l i e d t h e r o l e as 
n o t a b l y as Edward H a r r i n g t o n J e n n i n g s has f i l l e d i t i s an e x c e e d i n g l y 
g r e a t e r one. " E x c e l l e n c e , e x c e l l e n c e , e x c e l l e n c e , " he d i n n e d i n t o us 
through t h e s e n i n e y e a r s , so i n c e s s a n t l y t h a t we've come t o b e l i e v e 
we can a c h i e v e i t . Ohio S t a t e ' s new l e a d e r s h i p we e x p e c t t o ta k e 
advantage o f t h a t impetus and t o q u i c k e n the pace o f t h e U n i v e r s i t y ' s 
run f o r t h e t w e n t y - f i r s t c e n t u r y . Members of t h i s g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s 
can be proud t o say t h a t they were here when the r a c e began. 
To a l l o f you g r a d u a t e s , those o f us who remain b e h i n d say: use 
the good sense t h a t you were born w i t h and t h a t Ohio S t a t e h e l p e d you 
d e v e l o p f u r t h e r , godspeed, and, hey, be c a r e f u l out t h e r e . 
